T o the Editors:
T o the Editors:
First, we stand fully by our analyses and interpretations. Second, although we are pleased to see students, especially two of our recent master's graduates, read the literature and engage in important issues, scientific integrity demands a response guided by our first statement.
Our findings explicitly were based on how changes in countywide metrics affected changes in presidential voting between 2008 and 2016 1 because changes in these metrics are often more telling than the metrics themselves 2 . However, analogous findings have been reported based on static metrics 3, 4 .
A careful reading of our article shows that we emphasized repeatedly that correlation does not prove causality and explicitly acknowledged that county-wide data, which are the most granular that are reliably available, do not represent individuals. We also indicated that exit polling and other attempts to obtain individual voting data are notoriously unreliable.
Although the opioid epidemic has had a devastating impact on communities throughout the USA, our analysis showed that what are termed "deaths of despair" (deaths due to suicides, drugs, and alcohol) represented only about 5% of deaths in 2016 and did not add independent information when death rates from other causes were included. A careful reading of our manuscript also shows that the hypothetical effect of lifestyle changes on voting results was made by others 5 and cited by us to emphasize that blunted reductions in death rates are more a reflection of obesity, diabetes, heart disease, smoking-related diseases, and the like than of the more highly publicized deaths of despair. Although we also hope that public health interventions and health insurance would narrow these gaps, counties supporting President Trump had poorer health outcomes than other counties despite similar rates of health insurance.
We showed that the Republican gain from 2008 to 2016 was independently correlated with changes in county-wide death rates even after adjusting for the economic and demographic characteristics of the so-called "left behind" voter. We do not dispute President Trump's appeals to racism, but the Democratic party's 2008 African American candidate outperformed its 2016 white candidate.
The strategies that political campaigns and legislatures may use to capitalize on the status, change in status, hopes, and fears of the populace may be estimated by pundits, polls, or even political scientists. By comparison, our analyses of demographic and epidemiologic facts were specifically designed to assess the realities on which such campaign strategies might be based.
